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Maneaters of Tsavo
     In 1896 England began building a railroad in Brit-
ish East Africa linking raw materials from the interior of 
Uganda to the Kenyan coast and Indian Ocean. Derided 
as the “Lunatic Line” by tabloids of the day, it would 
also provide a means of bringing British goods 
such as tea in. Africans knew it simply as the 
“Iron Snake.” Manned mostly by imported 
Sikh Indian laborers, in March of 1898 they 
started erecting a bridge which would span 
the Tsavo River. For the next nine months, two 
maneless male lions preyed upon defenseless 
railway workers while they slept in their tents 
at night. Hunting in concert, up to 135 people 
may have been consumed during that time, 
causing hundreds of workers to flee - bringing 
a halt to the project.
     Even now, lions in the Tsavo region of south-
eastern Kenya are known to be aggressive. 
Some of the lions in the area have full manes but others 
do not. High levels of testosterone may be to blame for 
the maneless lions’ “baldness” and attitude. Theories on 

why the “Maneaters of Tsavo” behaved the way they did 
range from an outbreak of Cattle Plague (which elimi-
nated much of their natural quarry) to Hindu cremations. 
The river was also a crossing point for caravans of slave 

traders who may have disposed of dead or dy-
ing slaves for decades (thereby giving the lions 
a taste for human flesh). 
     Chief Engineer Lt. Col. John Henry Patterson 
was assigned the task of eliminating the lions. 
After several unsuccessful attempts of baiting, 
he killed the first lion on December 9th and the 
second 3 weeks later. It took eight men to haul 
each lion back to camp. The first lion was found 
to have a tooth and jaw infection that hindered 
his ability to survive naturally. The “Reign of 
Terror” was finally over and the bridge was 
completed in February of 1899. Patterson made 
rugs of the lions which he sold 25 years later for 

$5,000.00 to Chicago’s Field Museum of Natural History, 
where they are on display today.
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